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A LETTER TO THE CHURCH AT WATTS STREET -- offered by Mel Williams, pastor Matthew 5:13-16 Watts Street Baptist Church July 10, 2005 
Dear Watts Street members and Friends, 
On July 5, 1988 I began my ministry as your pastor. This past week has marked 17 years that we’ve been together. I want to lift up this occasion by offering this letter to you, giving my perspective on the state of our church at this time. 
First, I give thanks for each of you. The apostle Paul often started his letters to the little New Testament churches with “I give thanks upon every remembrance of you.” I echo Paul’s words: Every day when I pray for you, I give thanks for your faith and your love for this church. 
Through these 17 years I have seen your faithfulness and your courage. We’ve been together for worship services, Wednesday night suppers, committee meetings, church business meetings, weddings, funerals, and for visits in your home or over lunch—as well as conversations in the hallway or after worship. Through these various meetings, I have appreciated your gracious spirit; and I give thanks for your unfailing acceptance and hospitality toward all of us who have entered these doors in the past 17 years. You have practiced this gracious welcome every time a new person comes forward to join us. With smiles and with one voice, you say to each one of us: “Thank God you are here.” 
That statement is an affirmation of your grace and goodness! You are a people with an open heart to newcomers, and that open heart has given us a vitality that can be felt. Through these years, with the help of a fine church staff, we have seen this church become child-friendly, family-friendly, and senior-adult friendly. 
In 2005 the church at Watts Street is thriving with energy and commitment—thanks be to God! If I may speak in musical terms, this church is humming! Humming is a part of singing. I thank you for being a humming and singing congregation. And I thank you for your graciousness in allowing me to sing when the Spirit says “sing,” even when it happens in the middle of my sermon. 
Sing: “My life flows on in endless song above earth’s lamentation. I hear the real though far off hymn that hails a new creation.” 
You are a new creation! And thank you for singing with me this old hymn: “Come, we that love the Lord, and let our joys be known; join in a song with sweet accord, join in a song with sweet accord And thus surround the throne, and thus surround the throne. We’re marching to Zion, beautiful, beautiful Zion, We’re marching upward to Zion, the beautiful city of God.” 
We come here to sing our praise to God; we come here to focus on God and to love God with heart, mind, soul and strength. At the center of this church is worship. Your commitment to worship tells me that you want first and foremost to be rooted and grounded in God. We find our life and love in God; we are a people called together by God. And here you have shown by your deeds that love for God and love for neighbor go hand in hand. 
In these 17 years you have shown that all of us matter here. In this church children matter and young people matter; young adults and mid-life adults and senior adults matter. You have shown that we all belong together, and we are here to affirm and support each other, whether we are 2 or 12 or 22 or 42 or 82 or 92. 
We’re all here to sing the same song---God’s song. And I’ve long believed that people who sing together will be involved in mission together. This means that music and mission go together---a cohesive community leads to a cohesive mission. 
One of the refreshing realities of this church is that prayer and service go together. Prayer and worship anchors us in gratitude. And you have shown over and over that mission grows out of gratitude. Mission is at the heart of this church, and that our various mission groups emerge from the stirring of gratitude among us. Out of gratitude to God, we move out to give our life away. 
The first affirmation of the early church was one sentence: “See how they love one another.” Your love for one another shows; it can be felt. But notice that the affirmation is “See how they love one another,” not “See how they agree with one another.” When we love each other, we are free to disagree with each other. 
I am grateful to you for giving your pastors the freedom to speak openly through your long tradition of a free pulpit. That Watts Street tradition is a great gift. My job as preacher and leader is to define myself—to speak clearly about my convictions. From this free pulpit you’ve heard me say what I’ve been called to say by faith and conscience. You’ve heard me state clearly the moral pain I’ve felt over the war in Iraq; you’ve heard me say that if we follow Jesus, we will about the business of making peace, not war. You’ve heard me say that if we follow Jesus, we will be a welcoming congregation for all people, with no questions asked about one’s sexual orientation or any other distinction. 
You’ve heard me say that racial reconciliation must be part of our mission, and economic justice—the eradication of poverty---must be one of our clear goals. In all of these difficult issues, you have been gracious. Some of you have disagreed, as is your right. But you have also joined me in saying that our goal is not agreement but understanding. You have shown me that love and respect are central to our life together. As one of you said to me long ago, “In this church we vote our conscience, and we leave as friends.” You honor and respect one another; and for that, I am deeply grateful. 
I am also grateful for three norms, three core values which inform our life together. I’ve regularly said to those considering joining our church that I came here because of these three core values which undergird this church: 
1. Every member is a minister. At our baptism we come out of the water to follow Jesus, to continue Jesus’ ministry. Each of us is a minister by virtue of our baptism; and you have shown, over and over, that you take seriously this call to pursue the area of ministry to which you feel led, nudged and called. Our new WSBC lapel pins, thanks to Don Burdick’s initiative, say EMAM---Every Member A Minister. 
2. The church exists for the sake of those who are not in it. Of course, we come here for worship, learning, and nurture; but we do this to be strengthened so we can give our life away for those who suffer beyond these walls. You have shown over and over that you have been called, gifted and sent to do God’s work in the world. Our mission groups arise as you are called to “pick up the near edge of some great problem and act at some sacrifice to yourself.” (Colin Morris) 
3. There is no issue too controversial for the church to face. From the 1960’s Watts Street people have been risk-takers. You stood for racial inclusion in the 1960’s; you ordained the first woman minister in the Southern Baptist Convention (1964). You have had a peacemaking mission group since the early 1980’s. You have gone on record supporting a moratorium on the death penalty. You have expressed an open spirit as a welcoming congregation for all Christians, including those who may be homosexual. 
In all these areas you have been announcing the good news of God’s love and justice and compassion. Through your intentional ministry and mission groups, you have been faithful to the Jesus’ call. You have been willing to be to be salt and light in a world that is often tasteless and filled with darkness. In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus did not tell his bedraggled followers to TRY to be salt and light; he said “you ARE salt and light. All over Durham, people see your faithfulness. They can see that you are salt and light. 
Vitality happens through vital leadership. We are blessed to have a splendid church staff. I give thanks for the staff ministers with whom I work---Diane, Kelly, Tom, Larry, our summer intern Karen Nelson; and the support staff: Mary, Linda, Tim, Bobby and Gail. These are my colleagues who daily oversee the planning and coordination of our ministry. We have a talented, committed church staff, and they bring energy and enthusiasm to our church. They have worked to make sure that all the areas of our life---infants, children, youth, adult education, senior adult ministry, graded choirs and adult choir--- are moving ahead with vigor and delight. I am honored to be a part of our staff ministry team. 
While this letter speaks largely of gratitude, let me conclude with some areas of our life where I believe we can stretch and grow. I challenge all of us to an ongoing, intentional effort to deepen our spiritual practice. In this area I see your longing to deepen your faith. The time we allot for prayer and meditation is essential for the continuing vitality in our life, both personal and corporate. 
Prayer and meditation are the source of fullness of life. We love God by becoming fully alive. Irenaeus said, “The glory of God is a human being fully alive.” Jesus said, “I have come that you may have life, abundant life.” (John 10:10) When we take time for Silence, for being with God, we reach the Source of fullness of life. 
I also challenge us to keep devoting ourselves to being community for each other. We may not be able to know all the members of this church; but we can reach out to get to know those in our classes, committees, choirs, or groups. Caring is the most important thing! And caring depends on knowing one another. In knowing each other we have the chance to learn how God is at work in our lives. Call it relational Christianity. God has given us each other, and we can receive the gift by taking time to know and be known. 
Finally, I challenge us to keep growing in generosity. Our recent WS2010 planning process gives us specific strategies for generosity---through worship and music, education, mission and community-building. To implement the 2010 plan, we will need to expand our generosity. 
Generosity has long been a hallmark of this church. God has been generous to all of us for a purpose: so that we can learn to be more generous---in the giving of our energies and time, but also in the giving of our money. The giving of money is first of all a spiritual practice. Let’s be honest: Our church needs the money to keep our witness strong and vital into the future. But each of us also needs to be generous in giving our tithes and offerings to keep our own spiritual life vital and growing. When we are growing spiritually, we will be generous in our giving. 
Finally I remind each of us that God has called us together for a purpose. We are not here by chance. God is continually making of us a people to embody and express the spirit of Jesus. We are here to continue the ministry of Jesus. That means we will always be on alert to the missions to which we are being led, nudged, and called. 
Somewhere I read that Jesus promised his disciples three things: That they will be absurdly happy, entirely fearless, and always in trouble. 
We don’t like the idea of being in trouble; but if we are faithful to Jesus, somebody will resist what we are called to do and be. It happened to Jesus, and I’m guessing it will happen to us too. 
Love is courage made visible. By living out our covenant with God and each other, we can make a large difference for each other and for those who suffer in the world. As Margaret Mead wrote, “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful committed people can change the world: Indeed it’s the only thing that ever has.” 
I am grateful for our 17 years together. I give thanks to God for each of you. “Thank God you are here.” 
With love from your pastor, 
Mel 
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